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and social networks built through extracurricular participation are thought to enhance school commitment and
achievement, educational and occupational attainment,
and promote well-being, healthy choices, and prosocial
behavior (Eccles et al. 2003; Marsh and Kleitman 2002).
Some research indicates that these relationships may in
part be dependent on the type of activities in which adolescents participate (Bartko and Eccles 2003; Larson et
al. 2006). The majority of adolescents report some level
of school-based extracurricular involvement (Feldman
and Matjasko 2005), making extracurricular activities
a key arena for understanding the processes and outcomes of adolescent development.
Although researchers have taken longitudinal approaches to examine these relationships, there is less
information regarding how extracurricular participation in high school impacts the trajectory of an adolescent’s wellbeing into young adulthood. Furthermore,
research has yet to establish how different types of
participation may influence this trajectory. To address
these issues, this article focuses on self-esteem as one
outcome of school-based extracurricular involvement.
Following the recommendation of Feldman and Matjasko (2007), it considers variation in adolescents’ extracurricular portfolios, examining those who participate in only one type of school-based activity, those
who participate in more than one type, and non-participants. In particular, using a growth curve model

Abstract
Research on adolescent self-esteem indicates that adolescence
is a time in which individuals experience important changes
in their physical, cognitive, and social identities. Prior research
suggests that there is a positive relationship between an adolescent’s participation in structured extracurricular activities
and well-being in a variety of domains, and some research indicates that these relationships may be dependent on the type
of activities in which adolescents participate. Building on previous research, a growth-curve analysis was utilized to examine self-esteem trajectories from adolescence (age 14) to young
adulthood (age 26). Using 3 waves of data from National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (n = 5,399; 47.8% male),
the analysis estimated a hierarchical growth-curve model emphasizing the effects of age and type of school-based extracurricular activity portfolio, including sports and school clubs, on
self-esteem. The results indicated that age had a linear relationship with self-esteem over time. Changes in both the initial
level of self-esteem and the growth of self-esteem over time
were significantly influenced by the type of extracurricular activity portfolio. The findings were consistent across race and
sex. The results support the utility of examining the longitudinal impact of portfolio type on well-being outcomes.
Keywords: Self-esteem, Extracurricular activities, Adolescence, Growth-curves

In general, there appears to be a positive relationship
between an adolescent’s participation in structured extracurricular activities and well-being in a variety of domains (Busseri et al. 2006; Gilman et al. 2004). The skills
568
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for self-esteem, the article explores how participation
in sports and school clubs and how nonparticipation
impact adolescents from mid-adolescence into young
adulthood. Additionally, because of potential race and
sex differences in both extracurricular participation
and self-esteem, the article examines growth curves divided by race and sex.
Self-Esteem and Extracurricular Involvement
Self-Esteem
Self-esteem is a pivotal variable. A positive and resilient self-image, as opposed to negative or mutable selfesteem, is considered a crucial resource for resisting the
negative implications for the self that are the frequent
accompaniments of personal changes and other stressful experiences (Turner and Roszell 1994). Self-esteem
buffers emotional consequences of stressors and significantly reduces psychological symptoms (Thoits 1995).
Low self esteem is linked to problems such as life dissatisfaction, physical health problems, depression, substance abuse, suicidal behavior, and aggressive behavior (Crocker and Wolfe 2001; Trzesniewski et al. 2003).
As such, low self-esteem represents a vulnerability factor that substantially increases the risk for negative
outcomes (Turner and Lloyd 1999; Turner and Roszell
1994).
Research suggests that self-esteem destabilizes during adolescence, such that there is a drop in self-esteem in early adolescence and a recovery between midand late-adolescence (Baldwin and Hoffman 2002;
Block and Robins 1993; Quatman and Watson 2001;
Trzesniewski et al. 2003). This is attributed to pubertal changes, shifts in roles and responsibilities, shifts in
personal identity as adolescents try to find somewhere
to “fit in,” as well as variation in support from family
and friends (Greene and Way 2005; Quatman and Watson 2001; Trzesniewski et al. 2003). Self-concept, which
refers to one’s description of one-self and appraisals of
competencies within various domains, is a critical element to one’s overall evaluation of personal worth (Eccles et al. 1989; Findlay and Bowker 2009). For example, research conducted by Shapka and Keating (2005)
noted that changes in various domains of self-competence, including physical, social, and scholastic domains, contributed to changes in general self-worth.
As adolescents mature, their self-concept stabilizes
and its various components become more integrated
(Cole et al. 2001; Young and Mroczek 2003). By young
adulthood, there is stabilization in physical and social
change, which also contributes to the stabilization of
self-esteem (Baldwin and Hoffman 2002).
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Extracurricular Activities and Self-Esteem
The settings of extracurricular activities serve as one
place to act out the developmental tasks of adolescence,
at both the personal and interpersonal levels (Feldman and Matjasko 2005; Hansen et al. 2003). Involvement in extracurricular activities provides adolescents
with a context for self-assessment outside the more restricted expectations of school and family settings (Barber et al. 2001). Such activities are theorized to provide
adolescents with a place to establish their own identities on which to build self-esteem. Essentially, extracurricular activities are thought to give adolescents room to
grow, by promoting and challenging self-esteem in the
context of skill-building and emotional support (Darling 2005; Khanlou 2004). For instance, studies looking
at sports involvement in particular find a beneficial relationship with self-esteem (Daniels and Leaper 2006; Erkut and Tracy 2002; Holland and Andre 1994; Tracy and
Erkut 2002). In general, research suggests that extracurricular participation is linked to self-esteem (Broh 2002;
Mahoney et al. 2006).
When more refined analyses are conducted, research
also suggests that the observed benefits may depend
partly on how activity participation is operationalized.
For example, Snyder and Spreitzer (1992) characterized
students’ participation based on the researchers’ objectively created role typology. They reported that “scholarathletes” and “pure scholars” had higher rates of self-esteem than those who were identified as “pure athletes” or
neither. Fredricks and Eccles (2005) used both a dichotomous measure of participation in different activities and
a measure of time spent in the activity per week. Based
on the former measure, they found some differences in
self-esteem between those who were involved in school
clubs and those who were not. Based on the latter measure, they found that neither time spent in sports nor
time spent in other organized activities predicted selfworth. Such studies suggest the importance of specifying
activity type when researching extracurricular activity.
In light of this equivocal evidence, researchers have
moved beyond examining extracurricular involvement
in general to examining patterns of participation in different types of activities. According to this position, involvement in several types of activities provides more
opportunity to experience those factors that promote
successful development (Fredricks and Eccles 2006a, b).
Further, the social and psychological advantages of participation may extend across activity domains (Marsh
and Kleitman 2002). As a result of validation in one activity, a sense of self-pride or self-satisfaction can carryover to other domains (Todd and Kent 2003). This can
potentially compensate for negative self-appraisals in
some domains, bolstering self-esteem (Fredricks and Ec-
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cles 2006a, b). By implication, if an adolescent has fewer
contexts in which to validate specific self-concepts, general self-esteem may be more vulnerable to negative
appraisals. Research indicates that students involved
across domains, such as involvement in sports, academics, and school clubs, have better psychological adjustment on measures like self-esteem and psychological resiliency, particularly compared to those students who
do not participate (Fredricks and Eccles 2006a, b; Simpkins et al. 2008). In their sample tracing changes from
eighth to eleventh grade, Fredricks and Eccles (2008)
noted a time-lagged effect of sports and out-of- school
activities on resiliency and self-esteem, which they argued represents the time it may take for an adolescent
to build and gain support for a sense of self associated
with these activities.
One way in which to examine participation across
domains is to consider adolescents’ activity portfolios
or profiles (Bartko and Eccles 2003; Metzger et al. 2009;
Peck et al. 2008). According to Feldman and Matjasko
(2007), “activity portfolios describe the combinations
of extracurricular activities in order to capture the complexity of participation during adolescence” (p. 315).
For example, adolescents’ self-reported participation
can be categorized as sport-only involvement, activities-only involvement, mixed involvement, or involvement in neither. Research using this approach demonstrated that adolescents with mixed portfolios have the
highest levels of self-esteem and those who are involved
in neither have the lowest levels (Blomfield and Barber
2009; Harrison and Narayan 2003). When data allowed
researchers to identify more types of portfolios, similar outcomes were discovered. Although Bartko and Eccles (2003) found no difference in self-esteem, they did
find that highly involved adolescents had higher levels
of psychological resiliency and lower levels of internalizing and externalizing problems. Similarly, Metzger et
al. (2009) found that multiply-involved adolescents had
lower levels of negative affect. These studies support
the utility of using cluster or portfolio-based measures
to describe extracurricular activity involvement.

tion, research indicates that boys are more likely than
girls to participate in sports exclusively (Darling 2005;
Eccles et al. 2003; Pederson 2005). Findings regarding
other types of participation are mixed with some studies showing more variation than others. Research suggests that girls participate in more total activities and
a wider range of activities, and girls are more likely to
be involved in multiple activity types (Eccles et al. 2003;
Feldman and Matjasko 2007).
If rates of participation do vary by race or sex, it may
also be the case that the effects of participation may vary.
For example, Crosnoe (2002) noted variation by sex in
the relationship between athletic involvement and academic and substance use outcomes. Tracy and Erkut
(2002) found variation by race and sex in the relationship between athletic involvement and self-esteem. Using measures of breadth, intensity, and duration of extracurricular involvement, Randall and Bohnert (2009)
noted significant racial/ethnic differences in well-being.
Although some race and sex differences in the relationship between extracurricular activity participation and
well-being have been documented, several studies indicate no broad differences by race or sex (e.g., Marsh and
Kleitman 2002; Simpkins et al. 2008). However, closer examination reveals some race and sex differences related
to the type of activity and the outcome measured (Fredricks and Eccles 2006b, 2008). For instance, Gadbois and
Bowker (2007) found that sports involvement was more
relevant for boys’ well-being, whereas non-athletic involvement was more relevant for girls. Findings like
these have been attributed to variation in the nature and
structure of extracurricular activities, as well as variation
in peer group contexts within activities, which may carry
different meanings for people of different social backgrounds (Fredricks and Eccles 2006b, 2008). Taken together, the nuances by race and sex that are revealed in
the literature on extracurricular participation and wellbeing suggest that more research is warranted.

The Role of Race and Sex

Although researchers have evaluated the complex relationship among extracurricular involvement and a
host of adolescent outcomes, there is less information
on how participation in school-based extracurricular activities impacts social psychological factors into young
adulthood. If extracurricular involvement builds character, then those effects should extend to self-esteem in
young adulthood. For example, studies conducted by
Eccles and Barber (1999) and by Marsh and Kleitman
(2002) involved samples that followed respondents from
adolescence to young adulthood, examining risk behaviors, educational, and occupational outcomes. However,

Research on the influence of the demographic characteristics of race/ethnicity and sex on extracurricular activity participation is equivocal. Pederson (2005) found no
race differences in activity profiles. In contrast, Darling
(2005) noted race/ethnicity differences. Whites were
more likely to be involved than Blacks, and Hispanics
had the lowest rates of involvement. Whites also had
the highest levels of involvement across domains, with
the exception of school clubs, where Blacks had greater
participation. Examining sex differences in participa-
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neither of these studies examined social psychological
outcomes like self-esteem in young adulthood. Barber et
al. (2001) did examine young adults’ psychological outcomes and found involvement to be beneficial for selfesteem, but like other studies they did not take statistical approaches that allowed them to examine growth
or decay over time by pattern of activity involvement.
In addition, none of these studies examined potential
race or sex differences in growth or decay by pattern of
involvement.
Based on the review of the research, the current study
tested the hypothesis that self-esteem would grow and
stabilize from mid-adolescence (age 14) to young adulthood (age 26). A second hypothesis was that extracurricular activity participation had benefits for self-esteem
over time, centering on two questions. Did extracurricular activity participation affect where an adolescent
started in terms of self-esteem? How did it affect the
change experienced with age? Based on the literature,
those who participated in activities were expected to begin with higher levels of self-esteem than those who did
not participate. Further, those who participated were expected to have more stable self-esteem throughout adolescence compared to those who did not participate.
Additional research questions centered on whether
activity portfolios mattered for self-esteem trajectories.
In other words, were there differences in self-esteem
trajectories for those with different activity portfolios?
The literature provides no consistent answer regarding differences in self-esteem trajectories among adolescents who participate in school-based sports, schoolbased non-athletic activities, a combination of activities,
or who do not participate in any school-based activities.
If activity portfolios differently affect adjustment, then
an adolescent’s portfolio may influence not only where
self-esteem starts, but how it changes over time. Finally,
the current study conducted analyses separated by race
and by sex to explore if the impact of participation on
self-esteem trajectories differed by these characteristics.

and type, grade span, and percent White and Black.
A sample of eighty high schools and fifty-two middle schools from the Northeastern, Midwestern, Southern, and Western regions of the United States were selected with an unequal probability of selection. The high
schools became the cluster identifier, thus the primary
sampling units for participants. All students in attendance on the day of administration were eligible to complete the in-school questionnaire. Then, sampling from
their school roster, some students and their families
were asked to participate in in-home interviews.
Interviewers began contacting adolescents from eligible schools and their families between 1994 and 1995
during the first wave of data collection (Harris et al.
2008). Respondents completed in-school questionnaires
and then were interviewed at home by trained interviewers using Computer-Assisted Personal Interviews
and Audio Computer-Assisted Self Interviews for sensitive questions. Wave 2 data collection via in-home interviews began in April 1996 and ended in August 1996,
and followed the same mode of questioning as Wave 1.
Data collection for Wave 3 began in July 2001 and concluded in April 2002 (Harris et al. 2008). As such, there
is approximately a 1–2 year time-frame between Waves
1 and 2, and almost 5 or 6 years between Wave 2 and
Wave 3.
The analysis was limited to those participants who
were between the ages of fourteen and nineteen at Wave
1 (mean age at Wave 1 = 15.47), who were enrolled in
school during the initial year of data collection, and who
completed all three waves of data collection. The sample lends itself to an accelerated longitudinal design because it consists of members of multiple birth cohorts
(Raudenbush and Chan 1993). This design allows one
to plot the development of self-esteem from mid-adolescence (age 14) to young adulthood (age 26). The final
sample size consisted of 5,399 subjects, and 16,197 individual observations of self-esteem over the three waves.

Methods

Self-Esteem

Data and Participants

Self-esteem was a time-varying covariate that was measured as the response to four questions at each of the
three waves. The items parallel the Rosenberg (1989)
global self-esteem scale and include: you have many
good qualities; you have a lot to be proud of; you like
yourself just the way you are; and you feel you are doing things just about right. Response categories coded
from zero (strongly disagree) to four (strongly agree). The
scale ranged from 0 to 16, so that higher values indicated
higher self-esteem. The alpha coefficient for the scale
was 0.79 at Wave 1, 0.80 at Wave 2 and 0.79 at Wave 3.

To examine these hypotheses regarding activity participation and self-esteem trajectories, three waves of
data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) were utilized. Add Health is
a nationally representative, probability-based survey of
adolescents in grades seven through twelve at the first
wave. The survey employed a stratified, random sample design of all high schools in the United States. High
schools were stratified by region, urbanicity, school size

Measures
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School-Based Extracurricular Activity Involvement
Extracurricular activity involvement was a time-constant covariant measured on baseline in-school questionnaire. At Wave 1, respondents were presented with
a checklist of 33 school-based clubs, organizations, and
sports teams and asked to mark all the activities that
they “are participating in this year, or that you plan to
participate in later in the school year.” Students were
also asked to indicate if they “did not participate in
any clubs, organizations, or teams at school.” We created four mutually exclusive participation categories using the Add Health list of activities. These categories included: (1) sports only portfolio, (2) clubs only portfolio,
(3) mixed portfolio, and (4) non-participation. The individual activities that comprise these categories are listed
in Table 1.
Students could select from a wide variety of clubs
and activities; however, to maintain appropriate subsample sizes for the analysis, clubs were collapsed into
one category. A respondent who responded “yes” to at
least one sport and “no” to all clubs was categorized as
having a sports only portfolio. A subject who responded
“yes” to at least one club and “no” to all sports was categorized as having a clubs only portfolio. Those who responded “yes” to at least one sport and “yes” to at least
one club were categorized as having a mixed portfo-
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lio. Those who responded “no” to all were categorized
as having no participation in school-based extracurricular activities and used as the reference group in the
analysis. Table 1 shows the distribution of respondents
across groups. Unfortunately, participants were only
asked about their extracurricular activity involvement
during the first wave of data collection. A similar variable was not included in the second or third wave of the
data, meaning that extracurricular activity involvement
could only be examined as a time-constant covariate in
this analysis.
Demographic Variables
Race was a dummy variable where White was the reference group, and the categories were Black, Hispanic,
and other. Sex was a dummy variable, where female
was the reference group. Analyses also controlled for
the socioeconomic status of the household using a measure of highest level of education achieved by an adult
in the household. The item was coded so that: 1 = 8th
grade or less; 2 = more than 8th grade but did not graduate from high school; 3 = went to a business, trade, or
vocational school instead of high school; 4 = high school
graduate or completed GED; 5 = went to a business,
trade or vocational school after high school; 6 = went to
college but did not graduate; 7 = graduated from a col-

Table 1. School-based extracurricular activity portfolios and sample distribution across activities
Sports only portfolio 		

Clubs only portfolio 		

Mixed portfolioa

Non-participation

n = 1129 (20.9%) 		

n = 1312 (24.3%) 			

n = 1670 (30.9%)

n = 868 (16.1%)

Baseball
n = 1043

Swimming
n = 218

Band
n = 647

Honor society
n = 515

Basketball
n = 1040

Tennis
n = 243

Book club
n = 46

Latin club
n = 93

Field hockey
n = 40

Track
n = 713

Cheerleadingb
n = 529

Math club
n = 144

Football
n = 673

Volleyball
n = 403

Chorus
n = 499

Newspaper
n = 221

Ice hockey
n = 80

Wrestling
n = 189

Computer club
n = 113

Orchestra
n = 92

Soccer
n = 421

Other sport
n = 486

Debate
n = 125

Science club
n = 175

		
Drama
		n = 401

Spanish club
n = 410

		
French club
		n = 211

Student council
n = 411

		
German club
		n = 82

Yearbook
n = 400

		
History club
		n = 52

Other club
n = 1174

a. Includes respondents who participated in at least one sport and one club
b. Factor analysis indicated cheerleading was a better fit with the “clubs only” category as opposed to the “sports only” category
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lege or university; 8 = professional training beyond a
4-year college or university. In addition, a dummy variable was created for parent’s report of current receipt of
public assistance.
Analysis Plan
The PROC MIXED procedure from the SAS statistical
package (Littell et al. 1996; Singer 1998) was used to estimate the effects of extracurricular activity involvement and sociodemographic predictors on initial mean
levels of self-esteem and age-change trajectories of selfesteem over the period covered by the three waves of
data. Multilevel models are ideal for investigating continuous outcomes like self-esteem whose values change
systematically over time. At the first level are individual growth trajectories. In the simplest case of linear growth, each person’s trajectory can be described
with an intercept (starting point) and a slope (linear
rate of change). At the second level are average trajectories, with individual and group deviations from the
average. This allows for an examination of differences
in intercept and slope. Similar to the approach used by
Raudenbush and Chan (1993), in this study, individual
“growth” in self-esteem was linked to the respondent’s
age and activity portfolio. The age variable was rescaled so that a zero value equaled age fourteen, thereby
providing an interpretable intercept. Growth curve
modeling provides estimates of both random effects
(i.e., variation in individuals’ means and slopes and deviation from own slope of self-esteem) and fixed effects
(i.e., average effects of predictors on self-esteem across
participants). As the current study focuses on whether
initial mean-level differences or age-related changes are
attributable to variations in activity portfolio or sociodemographic characteristics, only the fixed effects are
reported here.
A graph of mean-level self-esteem across all ages indicated that age had a linear effect among respondents
(see Figure 1). That is, average levels of self-esteem increased with age. Possible non-linear effects of age on
self-esteem were tested by including age-squared and
age-cubed terms in the model, but neither was statistically significant. Consequently, the age-squared and
age-cubed terms were not included in the model as
fixed effects.
Results
Bivariate Relationships
Table 2 displays the bivariate relationships between activity portfolio type and each of the variables considered

Figure 1. Changes in mean levels of self-esteem across age

in the multivariate analysis. The largest percentage of
males (32.9%) participated in sports only and the smallest percentage (14.2%) participated in clubs only. Conversely, the largest percentage of females (34.7%) had
mixed portfolios and the smallest percentage (9.9%) participated in sports only. There was less variation across
racial/ethnic groups, as the largest percentage of Whites
(34.8%), Blacks (29.5%), and other races (32.4%) had
mixed portfolios. The largest percentage of Hispanics
(25.2%), however, participated in clubs only. As for socioeconomic status, average parental education was the
same for those participating in sports only, clubs only,
and mixed activities (5.4), and is slightly lower for nonparticipants (4.7). The largest percentage of those receiving public assistance (26.0%) participated in clubs only.
Finally, those with mixed portfolios had the highest
levels of self-esteem in each of the three waves of data
(12.6, 12.9, and 13.0, respectively).
Growth Curve Analysis
The basic model examined the fixed effects of linear age
on self-esteem (e.g., Self-Esteem = 1 + β11 linear age). The
main model examined the additional fixed effects of activity portfolio, race/ethnicity, sex, and socioeconomic
status on “starting points” of self-esteem (e.g., Self-Esteem = 2 + b21 linear age + β22 sports only + β23 clubs only + β24
mixed portfolio + β25 Black + β26 Hispanic + β27 other + β28 male + β29
parent education + β210 public assistance). The interaction model
examined the effects of two-way cross-product interaction terms, formed by multiplicative combinations
of age and activity portfolio, to determine differences
across portfolio groups in the growth of self-esteem
over time.
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Table 2. Bivariate relationships of study variables by extracurricular activity portfolio
Study variables
Gender
%Male
%Female
Ethnicity
%White
%Black
%Hispanic
%Other
Socioeconomic status
Parent education (mean)
% Public assistance
Self-esteem
Wave I mean
Wave II mean
Wave III mean

Sports only
portfolio

Clubs only
portfolio

Mixed
portfolio

Non-participation

32.9
9.9

14.2
33.6

26.8
34.7

15.4
16.7

21.3
22.2
19.5
17.8

23.7
24.8
25.2 1
25.4

34.8
29.5
8.9
32.4

14.4
14.2
23.9
16.9

5.4
17.7

5.4
26.0

5.4
21.7

4.7
23.6

12.5
12.8
13.0

12.1
12.6
12.9

12.6
12.9
13.0

11.7
12.0
12.6

The results of the growth-curve analyses are presented in Table 3. The basic model introduced the effects of age on self-esteem. As suggested by Figure 1,
age had a significant linear effect (β = .08, p < 0.001) on
self-esteem. Further, the large effect for the intercept (σ
= 11.05, p < 0.001) indicates that the initial levels of selfesteem were highly diverse among the sample. The results of the estimated random effects baseline model indicate that there was significant variability among the
individual intercepts (τ00 = 25.80, p < 0.001) and individual slopes (τ11 = 0.05, p < 0.001), that there was significant covariance between the intercepts and slopes (τ10
= –1.12, p < 0.001), and that there remained significant
variability at baseline after accounting for the effect of
age (σ2 = 2.79, p < 0.001).
The main model included the addition of fixed effects
of activity portfolio type, race/ethnicity, sex, and socioeconomic status. Compared to non-participants, the initial mean level of self-esteem was significantly higher
for those who participated in sports only (β = 0.36, p <
0.001), clubs only (β = 0.41, p < 0.001) and mixed activities (β = 0.66, p < 0.001). Additionally, initial mean levels of self-esteem were higher for Blacks compared to
whites (β = 0.60, p < 0.001), males compared to females
(β = 0.56, p < 0.001), and the initial mean level of selfesteem increased significantly with each unit increase
in parental education (β = 0.04, p < 0.01). On the other
hand, the initial mean level of self-esteem was significantly lower for those of other races compared to Whites
(β = –0.41, p < 0.001).
The interaction model included the interaction of
each type of activity portfolio type by age on self-esteem.

The interaction between age and the sports only portfolio (β = –0.07, p < 0.001) and the interaction between age
and the mixed portfolio (β = –0.07, p < 0.001) attained
statistical significance, indicating that age trends in selfesteem for these groups differed from non-participants.
As seen in Figure 2, the significant negative interactions
indicate that the self-esteem trajectories for the sports
only portfolio and the mixed portfolio increased at a significantly less steep rate than the self-esteem trajectories
of non-participants. The interaction term was not significant for the clubs only portfolio, indicating that that
trajectory was not significantly different from non-participants. Figure 2 also reveals a trend towards convergence across portfolio type. By young adulthood, people
had similar levels of self-esteem, with an indication that
those with a clubs-only portfolio may surpass the other
groups.
Results for Analysis by Race/Ethnicity
Additional models were run to test whether the relationship between activity portfolio type and self-esteem
varied by race/ethnicity. This was accomplished by including interactions between each of the racial/ethnic categories (Black, Hispanic, and other, with White
as the reference group) and age, interactions between
each of the racial/ethnic categories and activity portfolio, and three-way interactions between each of the racial/ethnic categories, activity portfolio, and age. The
results of these models are presented in Table 4. The
two-way interactions between racial/ethnic category
and activity portfolio tested whether portfolio type had
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Table 3. Predictors of self-esteem and self-esteem trajectories from mid-adolescence (age 14) to young adulthood
(age 26)
Variable

Basic model 		

Main model 		

β

β

SE

SE

Intercept
11.05***
0.11
10.09***
0.14
Age
0.08***
0.01
0.08***
0.01
Activity portfolio
Sports only			
0.36***
0.08
Clubs only			
0.41***
0.07
Mixed portfolio			
0.66***
0.05
Race/ethnicity
Black			
0.60***
0.06
Hispanic			
0.03
0.07
Other			
–0.41***
0.09
Sex
Male			
0.56***
0.05
Socioeconomic status
Parent education			
0.04**
0.01
Public assistance			
0.07
0.10
Interactions
Sports only by age					
Clubs only by age					
Mixed portfolio by age					

Interaction model
β

SE

9.37***
0.12***

0.23
0.01

1.68***
0.66*
1.91***

0.32
0.31
0.29

0.60***
0.03
-0.41***

0.06
0.07
0.09

0.57***

0.05

0.04**
0.07

0.01
0.10

–0.07***
–0.01
–0.07***

0.02
0.02
0.01

All parameter entries are maximum-likelihood estimates using SAS PROC MIXED.
Non-participants are the reference group for activity portfolios. White is the reference group for race/ethnicity.
* p < .05 ; ** p < .01 ; *** p < .001

jectory of self-esteem was the same for each racial/ethnic category considered. Again, none of these interactions attained statistical significance, indicating that the
self-esteem trajectories for each racial/ethnic category
increased at similar rates. Finally, the three-way interaction between each of the racial/ethnic categories, activity portfolio, and age tested if the relationship between
activity portfolio and self-esteem trajectory operated the
same for each racial/ethnic category considered. These
interactions were not significant, indicating no difference across racial/ethnic groups in the influence of portfolio type on self-esteem trajectories.
Results for Analysis by Sex
Figure 2. Trajectories of self-esteem by age and extracurricular
activity portfolio

a significantly different relationship with initial mean
levels of self-esteem for the different racial/ethnic categories. None of these interactions attained statistical
significance, indicating that the effects of activity portfolio operated similarly for each racial/ethnic group
considered. The two-way interactions between racial/
ethnic category and age tested whether or not the tra-

The analyses also tested whether the relationship between activity portfolio type and self-esteem varied by
sex. This was accomplished by including interactions
between sex (male = 1) and age, interactions between
sex and activity portfolio type, and three-way interactions between sex, activity portfolio, and age. The results
of these models are presented in Table 5. The two-way
interactions between sex and activity portfolio tested
whether portfolio type had a significantly different
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Table 4. Predictors of self-esteem and self-esteem trajectories:
analysis by race/ethnicity
Effect

2-Way interaction
model
β

SE

Sports only by
Black
–0.16
0.19
Hispanic
0.10
0.20
Other
–0.01
0.28
Clubs only by
Black
0.05
0.19
Hispanic
0.10
0.19
Other
0.31
0.26
Mixed portfolio by
Black
–0.04
0.18
Hispanic
0.09
0.20
Other
0.33
0.24
Age by
Sports only
–0.07*** 0.02
Clubs only
–0.01
0.02
Mixed portfolio
–0.06*** 0.01
Black
–0.02
0.01
Hispanic
0.01
0.02
Other
0.01
0.02
Sports only by age by
Black			
Hispanic			
Other			
Clubs only by age by
Black			
Hispanic			
Other			
Mixed portfolio by age by
Black			
Hispanic			
Other			

3-Way interaction
model
β

SE

–0.52
0.35
–1.34

0.81
0.87
1.21

–1.11
–0.85
0.22

0.79
0.82
1.11

–0.97
0.92
–0.23

0.75
0.85
1.05

–0.07**
–0.03
–0.07***
–0.05
0.01
–0.01

0.02
0.02
0.02
0.03
0.03
0.04

0.02
–0.01
0.07

0.04
0.04
0.04

0.06
0.05
0.00

0.06
0.04
0.06

0.05
–0.04
0.03

0.04
0.04
0.05

All parameter entries are maximum-likelihood estimates using
SAS PROC MIXED. Direct effects of age, activity portfolios,
race/ ethnicity, sex, and socioeconomic status are included
in the model (not shown). Non-participants are the reference
group for activity portfolios. White is the reference group for
race/ethnicity.
* p < .05 ; ** p < .01 ; *** p < .001

relationship with initial mean levels of self-esteem for
males compared to females. These interactions did
not attain statistical significance, indicating that activity portfolio operated the same for males and females.
The two-way interactions between sex and age tested
whether or not the trajectory of self-esteem was the
same for males and females. The interaction between
sex and age was significant (β = –0.09, p < 0.001) indicating that age trends in self-esteem differed for males
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and females, such that self-esteem trajectories were significantly less steep for males than for females. These results are consistent with previous studies indicating that
male and female self-esteem develops differently during
adolescence (Kling et al. 1999). Finally, the three-way interaction between sex, activity portfolio type, and age
tested if the relationship between activity portfolio and
self-esteem trajectories operated the same for males and
females. The interactions tested were not significant, indicating the relationship between activity portfolio and
self-esteem trajectories did not significantly vary by sex.
Discussion
Adolescence is a time in which individuals experience
key changes in their physical, cognitive, and social identities, which they carry into young adulthood. Involvement in extracurricular activities is thought to contribute to these developmental processes by providing
important skills, building social networks, and shaping self-concepts. Indeed, research suggests that there is
a positive relationship between an adolescent’s participation in structured extracurricular activities and wellbeing in a variety of domains. Furthermore, research
suggests that these relationships may, in part, be dependent on the types of activities in which adolescents participate. By exploring the trajectory of self-esteem from
mid-adolescence (age 14) to young adulthood (age 26)
as a function of activity portfolios, the study reported
here adds to this body of literature.
Overall, results demonstrated growth in self-esteem
from mid-adolescence into young adulthood regardless
of activity portfolio. Those who participated in schoolbased extracurricular activities had higher initial levels
of self-esteem compared to those who did not participate. Consistent with other research, those with mixed
portfolios had the highest initial levels of self-esteem.
Interestingly, over time, those who did not participate
in any school-based activity and those who had a clubs
only portfolio experienced the most growth in self-esteem. Those with a sports only portfolio and those with
a mixed portfolio experienced some growth in self-esteem, but this was less dramatic than the other two
groups. By young adulthood, people had comparable levels of self-esteem, and there was some indication
that those who were only involved in clubs may surpass those who were involved in sports alone. Consistent with other research, results demonstrated no statistically significant variation by either race or sex. In this
study, the relationship between school-based extracurricular activity participation and self-esteem trajectories were comparable for Whites and non-whites and for
males and females.
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Table 5. Predictors of self-esteem and self-esteem trajectories: analysis by sex
Effect

2-Way interaction model

β

SE

Sports only by male
0.24
0.16
Clubs only by male
0.06
0.15
Mixed Portfolio by male
0.10
0.14
Age by sports only
–0.05**
0.02
Age by clubs only
–0.03
0.02
Age by mixed portfolio
–0.07***
0.01
Age by male
–0.09***
0.01
Sports only by age by male			
Clubs only by age by male 			
Mixed portfolio by age by male 			

3-Way interaction model

β
0.73
–0.08
0.39
–0.03
–0.03
–0.07***
–0.08***
–0.03
0.01
–0.02

SE
0.69
0.65
0.58
0.03
0.02
0.02
0.02
0.03
0.03
0.03

All parameter entries are maximum-likelihood estimates using SAS PROC MIXED. Direct effects of age, activity portfolios, race/
ethnicity, sex, and socioeconomic status are included in the model (not shown). Non-participants are the reference group for activity portfolios.
* p < .05 ; ** p < .01 ; *** p < .001

Although portfolio type mattered for initial levels of
self-esteem, it did not appear to contribute to long-term
differences across groups. Cole et al. (2001) provide one
explanation for these results. Their research found that
self-concept related to sports and academics stabilized
during mid- to late-adolescence. This suggests that by
mid- to late-adolescence, both participants and non-participants may have constructed identities based on the
social roles they occupy, and that participation or nonparticipation, whatever they entail, reinforces those
identities, closing the gap in self-esteem.
Why might clubs-only involvement matter more over
time? Previous research suggests that a loss of sportscentered identity may have negative consequences. For
example, Snyder and Spreitzer’s (1992) research found
that those who left the scholar-athlete role usually
moved to a pure scholar role, while those who left the
athlete role moved to the non-scholar/non-athlete role,
a role associated with the poorest outcomes. Similarly,
Harter and White (2003) proposed that college freshmen
who experience a decline in self-esteem may be in a situation where a once valued status, like “star athlete,” is
less relevant. On the other hand, those who experience
an increase in self-esteem may find a situation in which
a once-devalued status, like “computer geek,” is more
relevant. Students whose self-esteem remained stable
may be involved in several activities that translated to
similar domains of activities in young adulthood, so
that they found continued support for domain-specific
self-concepts and general self-esteem.
Thus, adolescents who are involved in a mix of extracurricular activities have more to fall back on as
they transition to young adulthood, particularly if they
lose their status as “athlete.” In the study reported
here, change in portfolio composition could not be

measured. However, as the sample aged, it could be
the case that those who were involved in athletics had
fewer opportunities to participate in organized sports
activities that were associated with the same level of
prestige (e.g., high school athletes may not go to compete at a collegiate level). As a result, they may have
experienced a loss of that status and any benefits associated with it, particularly if they were not involved
in other kinds of roles or activities. However, students
who participated in clubs may have been in a better
position to maintain their involvement and may have
found the associated skill-set to still be personally relevant and socially valued, which benefited their selfesteem. In sum, adolescents who have clubs as part
of their portfolio or who have a club only portfolio—
the two groups with the highest levels of self-esteem
by young adulthood in this study— may benefit more
in the long run because the associated self-concepts
and skill-sets are more readily transferable to young
adulthood.
Why do non-participants show the most growth? In
part, this finding can be attributed to the normative developmental pattern of self-esteem shown in this study
and described in previous research. These adolescents
also started with lower self-esteem, so they had a larger
potential for growth relative to the other groups. In part,
this finding may be an artifact of the data, in that some
of the students in this category may not have been truly
“non-participants.” Students reported participation at
one point in time, so they may not have remained nonparticipants as time progressed. It may also be the case
that some of the adolescents in this group may have engaged in activities not captured by the data, such as community organizations. These data limitations are discussed below.
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Limitations and Future Directions
Although the Add Health data provide a consistent
measure of self-esteem across three waves of data, several data limitations surrounded the measurement of extracurricular participation. First, the item measures either current participation or plans to participate at some
point in the school year. Certainly, an adolescent’s plans
may change for a variety of reasons, including deciding
not to participate, not being selected to participate, being
ineligible, or having time or resource restrictions. An adolescent may also decide later to participate in an activity
he or she had not initially planned to join. However, research using a college sample suggested that plans to engage in an activity were highly correlated to actual participation a year later (Ajzen and Driver 1992) providing
some evidence that intention maps onto participation.
Another limitation was that the measure includes
only school-based activities as part of an adolescent’s
portfolio. Adolescents can spend their free time in a variety of ways not captured by measuring participation
in school-based extracurricular activities (Darling 2005;
Fredricks and Eccles 2008; Shanahan and Flaherty 2001).
For example, Larson et al. (2006) reported significant developmental benefits for adolescents who participated in
faith-based activities and community service organizations. Future research should consider how involvement
in such activities in comparison to school-based activities
impacts social psychological outcomes over time.
This study was also limited by the inability to measure activity participation over time. Add Health only
inquired about specific extracurricular involvement in
Wave One. There is evidence for continuity in participation over time (Feldman and Matjasko 2005), although
there may be a tendency for students to narrow their focus with age (Côté 1999; Findlay et al. 2009). For example, research suggests that high school adolescents with
high levels of extracurricular participation tend to remain high in participation; those with low levels tend
to decrease participation or participate with less consistency over time (Busseri et al. 2006; Pederson 2005;
Rose-Krasnor et al. 2006; Shanahan and Flaherty 2001).
Despite these trends, Denault and Poulin (2009) reported that initial levels of participation were better
predictors of later outcomes than were rates of change.
Such research lends reliability to the measure of participation used here. Nonetheless, fluctuations in participation could affect self-esteem trajectories. Future research
should consider patterns of involvement over time and
how pattern shifts impact trajectories of self-esteem and
other outcomes.
Two other issues temper the results. First, to simplify analyses, responses were restricted to only four
portfolio types. Previous research has identified mul-
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tiple portfolio types (e.g., Peck et al. 2008), and future
research should consider a broader range of portfolios.
Second, as with other research on extracurricular activity, there is concern linked to potential selection effects.
Other researchers have commented on how adolescents
may self-select for activities, as well as how structural
barriers within a given school or community may constrain availability and options (Darling 2005; Feldman
and Matjasko 2005; Guest and Schneider 2003; Marsh
and Kleitman 2002). Unfortunately, although the current study specifically analyzed or controlled for some
demographic characteristics that may be associated with
participation, the analysis was unable to control for all
potential selection variables.
In light of these limitations, this study should be
considered a conservative, exploratory test of the relationship between school-based extracurricular activity
involvement and self-esteem trajectories from mid-adolescence to young adulthood. Future research should
address two key issues. First, in addition to examining
a broader range of portfolios, research examining trajectories of self-esteem and other measures of well-being should consider greater specification by sport and
activity. For example, school-based sports can be teamoriented like football or more individually-oriented like
golf. Similarly, schools may have performing arts activities that are open to anyone in the school population, as
well as choirs or bands that require audition or invitation. As noted above, adolescents may also be involved
in a wide-range of activities not related to school, such
as religious and service organizations, intramural sports
leagues, and community performing arts groups. Presumably, while some socialization experiences may be
similar across domains, there is clearly room for variation in how different activities contribute to identity development, skill-building, and other social and psychological factors (Feldman and Matjasko 2007; Fredricks
and Eccles 2008).
Second, previous research demonstrates intriguing
relationships between activity participation and other
mental health outcomes (Guest and McRee 2009). For
example, Fredricks and Eccles (2005) noted that time
spent in sports and time spent in school clubs protected
students against depression, an effect mediated by peer
relationships. On the other hand, Hoffman (2006) found
that athletes had higher levels of substance use, as did
Eccles and Barber (1999). The current study supports the
utility of examining the longitudinal impact of portfolio type on well-being outcomes. Inconsistencies may be
resolved using statistical approaches, like that used in
this analysis, that examine growth or decay in outcomes
like depression, substance use, and other conduct problems. Examining change in these outcomes over time as
a function of activity portfolio may add to our under-
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standing of the benefits or limitations of extracurricular
participation during adolescence and into adulthood.
This research supports the role school-based extracurricular involvement plays in the development of adolescents into young adulthood. Such activities provide adolescents a place to establish their own identities
and develop important skills on which to build self-esteem. However, the benefits to self-esteem are linked to
adolescents’ activity portfolios. In particular, participation in school-based clubs as a teen contributed to the
growth and stability of self-esteem into young adulthood. This relationship held regardless of race/ethnicity or sex, supporting the idea that school-based extracurricular participation can be beneficial regardless
of social background. In sum, young adults do benefit
from participating in school-based extracurricular activities during adolescence, provided that the activities in
which they participate are associated with self-concepts
and skill-sets that remain relevant beyond high school.
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